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HISTORICAL FOREWORD


FOR THE MAJORITY OF OUR READERS Coming of the Storm AND Fire the Sky will be an introduction to an intriguing and long-forgotten chapter of American history. As anthropologists and archaeologists we’ve been fascinated by the sophisticated and complex cultures that thrived in the southeastern United States at the time of European contact. We call them Mississippian mound builders, and they were remarkable.


The people you read about in Fire the Sky are ancestral to the Cherokee, Creek, Seminole, and Chickasaw—what would become known as the “five civilized tribes.” If you have this ancestry in the family genealogy, this is your forgotten heritage.


In 1539 Hernando de Soto landed the most sophisticated military the world had ever known on Florida’s shores. He marched his army through the center of what we now call Mississippian cultures; they amazed him with their artistry, courage, and sophistication—even if he despised them as “damned” pagans.


What really surprised de Soto was the fiercely independent spirit of the people he encountered. His winter-long battle with the Apalachee was fought to a draw. The stubbornness of their resistance induced him to change his strategy. De Soto might have been a monster, but he was a very smart one. As he led his entrada north in the spring of 1540 he learned how to use the Mississippian concept of “white peace” to manipulate the native nations. By the time the Mississippians figured out they’d been duped, the rulers were in chains, and Spanish soldiers were in possession of their capitals. As soon as de Soto and his men looted the tombs of their ancestors, consumed their stores of food, and raped their women, his army was on the move again. Only when de Soto stopped for any length of time—as he did at Cofitachequi and Coosa—did the population turn against him. Faced with being savaged by war dogs, mutilated, or burned alive, his captive rulers were generally motivated to suppress and disperse the rebellion.


Archaeologists tend to call Mississippian polities “chiefdoms” and sometimes “paramount chiefdoms” depending upon the geographic extent and number of subordinate towns under their control. In the novel, we use the more general term “Nations.” Many of these were as complex and stratified as feudal kingdoms in Europe and, but for historical legacy, should be viewed with a similar appreciation.


Most of the nations you will encounter in Fire the Sky spoke a Muskogean tongue ancestral to the Creek, Seminole, Choctaw, and Chickasaw languages. There were, however, regional dialects. To simulate ethnic identity, we have employed different spellings. Hence the Muskogean term for a ruler might be “mico,” “mikko,” or the western “minko.”


The names of nations, towns, and leaders are those of real peoples, places, and individuals recorded in historical documents. As much as we’d like to make things easier for our modern readers—and avoid the tongue-twisting pronunciations—we’re stuck with the facts. If you really get flustered by pronunciation, just sound it out: Cofitachequi = Koh-fee-ta-check-ee.


Is the story of Hernando de Soto’s entrada important in the twenty-first century? One-fifth—20 percent—of modern Americans claim some sort of Native American ancestry ranging from imaginary to full-blood. But what do Americans really know about their Native American heritage? Southeastern peoples weren’t just unsophisticated forest hunters. They built cities, alliances, and nations that—despite inferior military technology—finally defeated de Soto.


It was hard fought. In the span of American history, including all the wars, treaties, and blunders, nothing had an impact on this nation’s original inhabitants like de Soto’s entrada.


Later events, including Chivington’s Sand Creek massacre, Connor’s Bear River massacre, Wounded Knee, and Custer at the Washita, are often mentioned as atrocities. There, hundreds died. At Napetuca, de Soto killed over five hundred Timucua men, women, and children. At Mabila, on October 18, 1540, he killed thousands. The Gentleman of Elvas estimates twenty-five hundred dead. Rodrigo Rangel claims three thousand. Luys Hernandez de Biedma states that five thousand Indians were in Mabila, and the Spanish “killed them all, some with fire, others with swords, others with lances.” The verbose and unreliable Garcilaso de la Vega places the number of dead at eleven thousand. Such casualty rates would not be seen again on American battlefields until the Civil War.


Put in perspective—and depending on whose figures are used—this amounts to either a Pearl Harbor, a 9/11, or both combined.


The importance of Mabila should be assessed not by the body count, but by what it tells us about the courage, spirit, and determination of the people who fought there. For the native peoples—and for de Soto and his army—it was a turning point. One that would shape the future of America.







The Balance


She stared at the roaring fire. Yellow-white flames shot up from the logs and sent sparks dancing toward the high tchkofa roof. Around her, people’s faces reflected in the leaping light.


As her souls swayed in time to the flames, the old woman felt a tightening in her gut. In that moment, she drifted back, losing the present, only to find herself on the plaza at Mabila. Heat made her skin shrivel; her souls filled with horror.


When she opened her eyes the image faded into the past, replaced by the Chicaza’s great log-and-earth tchkofa. Where the dead had been, living people, smiling, laughing, filled the room.


She could no longer tell dream from reality. It hadn’t always been so. Looking back through her memories it was clear that once, long ago, she had been able to separate this world from that of the spiritual. She had known the difference between war and peace, male and female. The red Power of chaos, disorder, creativity, and innovation had been distinct from the white Power of harmony, peace, tranquility, and order. Defeat and victory had stood separate and inviolable, sharply defined by pain, death, and loss.


Over the long years, however, the separation had blurred, blending red and white, male and female. Even war and peace had merged; the boundaries between them grew hazy and indistinct. When had disaster become triumph?


As they so often did, images of the past rose to dominate her souls, entwining themselves into her recognition of now until she lost the place and time in which she was actually living.


Was it simply a life lived too long? Or had wisdom finally settled on her shoulders like some great bird of prey to observe the silly actions of the younger people who now surrounded her, worshipped her, and catered to her needs?


They think I’m a hero.


The thought amused and annoyed her. She knew what she was. She’d lived it. Now her life was the subject of stories, her deeds recounted by men who were not yet born when she performed them. They hadn’t lived the events, suffered the desperation, or known the soul-crushing fear.


But I did.


The Chicaza chiefs, priests, nobles, and warriors around her feasted on deer, quail, catfish, and corn boiled in sassafras root. Delight shone from their tattooed faces as they laughed, eyes glinting, teeth shining. The incomprehensible din of their raised voices as they shouted over each other to be heard sowed chaos in her souls.


She sat in the place of honor beside the high minko—the great head chief of the Chicaza people. They had done this for her: a celebration to honor her role in the battle against de Soto so many years past.


But the food before her remained untouched, flavorless.


The balance between present and past shifted, the images of those long-gone days growing clearer in the eye of her souls. The great council house around her dimmed, the people crowding the large log-and-earth structure no more than fading shadows.


She stood, and her feet moved of their own will as she walked to the fire. Extending her palm to the blaze, she knelt on the hearth stones. Figures danced in the flames: people writhed and burned, leaping and vanishing. She squinted against the radiant heat, her hand trembling with the pain as she reached out for the fire.


Around her, the room had gone silent, people watching in awe.


During that terrible year, Black Shell and I lived defeat after defeat . . .


She felt herself falling into the past, screaming as the fire burned and roared . . .





CHAPTER ONE
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THE URGE TO HUNT LURKS DEEP IN THE BONES. IT PULSES WITH each beat of our hearts and jets with our blood. To hunt—be it for food, for sport, or as an act of war—causes body and souls to thrive at the height of existence.


We are not the only ones enchanted by the hunt. So, too, are the invaders. And on that cold and rainy day, I watched them from a vantage point high in a live oak. I am Black Shell, of the Chief Clan, of the Hickory Moiety—an outcast from the Chicaza Nation. I am akeohoosa, or “dead to my relatives.”


The Kristianos had come to collect wood; they’d chopped it the day before with their hierro axes. The distinctive sound had carried across the forest and betrayed their location.


Kristianos needed a lot of wood, and not only for fires. They were busy fortifying the captured Apalachee city of Anhaica.


Their leader, Adelantado Hernando de Soto, had reason to add to the city’s defenses. They’d forced the Apalachee people—to whom it rightly belonged—out into the forests. Predictably, the Apalachee considered such behavior to be intolerable. The monster and his invading army had been under constant harassing attack since. And the Apalachee had fought Kristianos before, having defeated another invader called Narváez but eleven summers past.


Where Kristianos went, they went in force, knowing that every thicket, swamp, and patch of timber harbored Apalachee warriors—all of whom were thinking up creative ways to kill them.


The woodcutting party I watched had come in strength and armed for combat. Having run out of daylight the day before, they were back, seeking to collect the remainder of what they’d cut and drag it back to Anhaica.


Thirty of them—accompanied by twenty slaves and ten cabayos—entered the clearing just north of my high perch. “Cabayo” is their name for the great animals they ride. Larger than an elk, the cabayo has rounded hooves, a hornless head, and a long-haired tail.


We try to kill them at every opportunity.


The slaves were a mixed lot of Timucuans, some from the south, others having been but recently captured in the Uzachile lands. The Uzachile captives looked the healthiest, having only starved and camped in the open for three moons. The others, those enslaved most of the year, looked like walking death. Their flesh wasted by hunger, they were hollow bellied, their ribs protruding. Their eyes, now deep set, stared dully out of skin-wrapped skulls. Two were staggering and would no doubt be killed before the day was out.


Alert for an ambush, the Kristianos inspected their stacked wood, anxious to see if it had been tampered with. Talking in low voices, they stared suspiciously at the surrounding brush, crossbows at the ready, while their slaves began tying up bundles of wood for the cabayos to drag away.


Several of the soldados—Kristianos who fought on foot—edged toward the brush, hands on sword handles, searching for any sign of ambush. I eased behind the thick bole of the live oak. Having been raised as a forest warrior, I knew how to merge with my high perch to avoid detection.


Then the hunt began.


The woman appeared on a trail just back from the clearing. She seemed oblivious to the sounds of the working men, and her path would screen her from the majority of the wood party. A thick tumpline ran down from her forehead to the bulky pack resting on her hips. A tumpline doesn’t allow free movement of the neck, but restricts vision to straight ahead, so she didn’t see the soldados off to the side.


The Kristianos, however, definitely saw her as she stepped negligently past an opening in the brush. One immediately raised a knotted fist; at the same time he placed a finger to his lips: the signal for silence. Men placed hands over the noses of the cabayos, others grabbed metal chains to keep them from clanking or threatened the slaves into stillness.


Hunters—though delighted by the chase itself—relish taking a trophy as the ultimate measure of their worth. And the woman was a trophy indeed. Long-legged, tall, and muscular, she was young, with glossy black hair hanging down past her buttocks. A fabric skirt had been belted at her thin waist, her breasts bare despite the chill.


As she approached my hiding place, I admired her triangular face, the thin and straight nose, and the fire that flashed behind her dark eyes. Oh, yes, a beauty in any man’s eyes—especially a Kristiano’s.


I watched five soldados take up the woman’s trail. In single file—like two-legged wolves—they hurried forward, slipping through the band of brush separating the trail from the clearing. They kept hands on their weapons, bearded faces lean, eyes intent. The ones in the clearing settled down to wait, watching the spot where their companions had disappeared.


I hunkered down against the bark, curious as to how their pursuit would play out. Had they the wiles and skill to sneak up on and overtake the unsuspecting woman? Or would their foreign clumsiness betray their presence?


The invaders were not of our world, but alien, coming from a terrible land beyond the seas, the likes of which I couldn’t even conceive. I’d followed the Kristianos since they first landed down south in the Uzita lands. I’d tracked them, studied them, even captured one once. For the most part they had limited forest skills, though they fought and killed with vicious ferocity.


The five I now watched didn’t make the usual mistakes. They didn’t clump along in their heavy boots and were careful to keep branches from rasping on their shirtsleeves or their thick, cotton-and-metal batted vests. Those with swords kept a hand to the hilt to keep them from rattling in the scabbards. The man in front—a burly and grizzled fellow with a gray-streaked beard and close-set blue eyes—held his loaded crossbow sideways so the staves didn’t knock against the leaves and stems he eased through.


They’re learning.


Three moons ago, before Napetuca, these five would have just charged after their quarry, seeking to run her to earth like a rabbit. Oh yes, grand sport that. But the Kristianos were changing. At Napetuca they had kicked the beating heart out of the Uzachile Nation and destroyed the best Timucua warriors in the world. Then they’d marched west through the thicket country that separated the Uzachile from the Apalachee—and smack into a different kind of war.


Adelantado de Soto might have taken the Apalachee capital, Anhaica, his invincible soldados and the cabayeros on their terrible mounts driving the Apalachee High Mikko Cafakke—the divine ruler—into exile. Capturing the capital was one thing. Controlling the country? That, my friend, was something entirely different.


Kristianos never traveled out from Anhaica alone and rarely in groups as small as the one I now watched. Had the gray-bearded leader not caught sight of the woman, he would never have left the security of his woodcutting party.


But the hunt is bred into our very blood and bones. In the presence of prey our muscles tighten, the pulse quickens, and our senses narrow and sharpen.


The woman continued striding down the trail toward my tree. Not thirty paces behind, the five slipped along, eyes gleaming. As much as they feared ambush, the hunt proved irresistible. Risk only added to the thrill and the value of the prize.


My curiosity was piqued. Could the Kristianos close the gap without betraying themselves? I judged the shrinking distance and craned my neck to see the woman’s goal: a small, thatch-roofed house. It lay no more than two bow-shots to the south. Surrounded by trees, thick sumac, honeysuckle, and vines of greenbrier and grape, the clearing was little bigger than the house itself.


Will she make it before they catch up?


The woman passed directly below my high vantage point, her hips swinging to the stride of those long legs. I couldn’t help but wonder how she could look so unconcerned, oblivious to the closing threat.


My urge was to hiss, call a sibilant warning. I desisted; she mastered her own fate. My duty was to watch, to study.


I eased behind the live oak’s curved trunk, making myself small lest one of the Kristianos look up. Heedless, they passed in single file, trotting as though to a silent cadence.


The woman was almost to the clearing, the Kristianos no more than ten paces back. The grizzled leader evidently caught sight of her, for he ducked down, scuttling forward in a crouch. The others mimicked his bent-backed scurry.


With firm strides the woman walked into the clearing. Stopping before the doorway, she swung the big pack from her hips, rolling her neck at relief from the strain. She turned her head as a mockingbird landed on one of the grape stems off to the right—and immediately launched itself skyward with a panicked chirp.


“I’m home,” she called in Mos’kogee, no hint of alarm in her voice.


The Kristianos had frozen, still screened by the brush at the end of the trail. The grizzled leader hunched like a porcupine and peered through a screen of yaupon leaves, the crossbow held low before him.


When no one answered the woman’s call, she shrugged and ducked through the low doorway.


The Kristiano gestured for his men to fan out, surrounding the house. He darted forward—still in a crouch—to take a position beside the door. His ear was pressed to the wall, listening. He raised an index finger—perhaps indicating a single occupant? The surrounding men looked at each other, grinning.


Ah, the hunt!


The graybeard laid his crossbow carefully on the ground; working his fingers, he spread his arms for the capture. He took a small step . . . and charged headfirst through the door.


I tensed, heart hammering. This, after all, was the essence of the hunt: that moment when the prey has nowhere to go, that split instant of realization, the widening eyes, the sensation of disbelief and panic.


The woman’s scream—muffled by the house—mingled with a blunt male bellow. I shot a glance back at the distant wood party. Evidently they heard nothing; the rest of the soldados were alternately watching the brush—alert for the return of their companions—or keeping an eye on the working slaves.


In the house clearing, the four Kristianos were grinning, eyes flashing with delight. In his imagination, each was sliding his shaft into her, pumping his loins empty.


I saw an arrow flash from the honeysuckle and grape where the mockingbird had fled. One of the Kristianos whirled, his arm pierced by Walking Thunder’s arrow. Terrified, the man yanked it free, blood spurting.


A Kristiano in a faded red shirt staggered sideways, head cocked, an arrow striking at an angle below his jaw. He grasped the shaft with both hands, a stunned expression on his face. He had to be Corn Thrower’s victim, given where the latter had secreted himself beneath the sumac.


I watched a third man drop to his knees, hands to his belly where a crossbow arrow had miraculously missed the metal plates sewn into his batted jacket and driven deep into his gut. Wide Antler—a warrior from Ahocalaquen town—liked using captured crossbows in ambushes where he could pick his target and aim carefully.


The fourth man jumped as a war arrow thudded just below the collar of his shirt. The armor stopped it cold. Frantically, he jerked the shaft free, throwing it angrily to the side. His armor stopped yet another, coming from the side. I could hear a third clang off the man’s helmet. Then he was running, charging straight for the trail.


Oh, the hunt! I lived for it. As I reached for my bow I caught a glimpse of the woman. She emerged from the doorway of the little house, black hair swaying, a long Kristiano sword in her hand. Across the distance, I could barely make out the bloody sheen on the blade. She would have struck just as the grizzled man stuck his head through the door.


I had my own work to do and clambered down through the branches. This time there was no doubt that a Kristiano was on the trail. I could hear the thudding of his boots and the whipping of vegetation as he burst through.


I settled myself on the lowest branch, grinning as I nocked a war arrow and drew it to my ear. I shifted my aim as he emerged from the brush, arms pumping, panic in his eyes.


“Alto!” I shouted. “En el nombre de dios!”


Stop! In the name of god! That last bit about god always did the trick.


He slowed, pulling up. I waited until his searching gaze met mine. The eyes were an odd mix of green and brown. Remarkable—like so many Kristiano traits.


My souls thrilled at that final instant, echoing sensations that go back to the Beginning Times, to when the drives and emotions that make us human were instilled. Then I watched my arrow flash across space.


It happened so quickly that his curious green-brown eyes had only begun to widen, his lungs to draw that final breath. His hands had barely started to rise when my hardwood arrow drove into the hollow at the base of his throat.


I’d made spine shots before. This was another. As if an invisible cord had been cut his body crumpled, limp as fabric. The man’s metal helmet popped off his head and bounced hollowly across the damp soil.


I dropped to the ground, nocked another arrow, slipped to the side of the trail, and waited.


Any other fleeing survivors would stop at my victim’s body. In that instant, I’d have my shot. Or so I hoped. Hunting Kristianos—with their impenetrable armor—took skill, patience, and perfect aim. An arrow had to be placed under the armpit, at the face or neck, in an arm or leg or other vulnerable spot.


The tweeting of a warbler carried on the air. I whistled back, imitating the winter call of a robin.


I glanced up as the woman appeared on the trail, her long legs imparting a sensual sway to her hips. I grinned as her flashing eyes met mine, then followed her gaze to the dying Kristiano, facedown on the trail.


She stopped short, the long metal sword in her hand. Over the death rattle issuing from the Kristiano’s pierced throat, she asked, “Did the others hear?”


I glanced in the direction of the distant wood party. “No. But they’ll be on the way as soon as they decide these fools are overdue.”


Pearl Hand gave me a grin, flipping back a wealth of gleaming hair before she bent down and ripped the sword from my victim’s sheath. “He didn’t even draw his weapon.”


“He was preoccupied. Running for your life will do that.” I rolled him over, wondering if we could salvage his padded armor shirt, but gave it up. My arrow had sliced clear through him and stuck in the armor behind. Stripping it would take too long given that the rest of the Kristianos were just a couple of bow-shots away.


I watched Pearl Hand’s quick fingers as she searched the man’s body, finding a sack of the little round metal pieces they all seemed to carry. It jingled as she tossed it to me. From the dead man’s belt she drew a long dagger made of the metal Kristianos call hierro. Her delicate hand clenched a fistful of his hair, and she tugged, skillfully running the knife around his scalp, separating the connective tissues, and with a jerk, popped it free.


My wife’s dark eyes flashed as they met mine, and a crafty smile curved her full red lips. She whirled the scalp—what we call ihola’ka—to sling the blood off. “You planned it perfectly.”


“It wouldn’t have worked without you. Nothing even hinted that you knew they were following.” I paused. “Have any trouble with the graybeard?”


She grinned saucily and tossed me the Kristiano’s sword. Then she inspected the scalp dangling from her delicate fingers. “The graybeard? I screamed as soon as his head poked in. He froze like a gopher, the back of his neck exposed. He never knew what hit him.”


“Let’s get out of here.” I trotted past her, heading down the trail. “I doubt the Kristianos will pursue once they figure out what happened. Losing five . . . all at once? They’ll be spooked, convinced it was a large party of Apalachee.”


Pearl Hand gave me a thoughtful glance as we walked into the house clearing. True to form, my Orphans had stripped the dead and taken their ihola’ka. Since the Beginning Times, ihola’ka had been taken from the vanquished. Beliefs differed among peoples, but most thought that different parts of a person’s spirit, or souls, occupied different parts of the body. The head, being the highest and filled with the most senses, was believed to hold the Life and Dream souls. The top of the head was closest to the Sky World. Higher was better, and even our chiefs built their palaces on raised ground.


By taking a vanquished enemy’s ihola’ka, a warrior took a part of the dead man’s soul—a piece of him that he could possess and control or offer to the Spirit World, sacred ancestors, the sun, red Power, or even white Power.


But to take ihola’ka from Kristianos? To do so was rapidly becoming the greatest of honors, ripe with Power. Not only that, but so many of them had interesting hair colors, ranging from brown, to yellow, to black, and even red. They’d become the most valuable of trade goods.


Back in the clearing, the dead Kristianos had been stripped of clothing, armor, weapons, and jewelry. This the Orphans had bagged in fabric sacks and would be given—along with the ihola’ka—to the Apalachee high mikko, Cafakke. Or whoever succeeded him, since he’d been captured by the Kristianos.


Call it tribute if you like. Neither I nor my Orphans cared. Why were we called Orphans? We were survivors of the massacre at Napetuca. Our purpose was to hunt Kristianos. As to Cafakke, his problems were his own. He’d given permission for us to hunt in his territory a couple of days before de Soto snatched him for a hostage.


The Orphans were waiting, grins on their faces. We didn’t always have a day like this. Ambushes had a habit of going wrong—which is how Long Arrow had been killed less than a moon earlier. The Kristianos—with their deadly mixed weaponry—weren’t always as obliging as they had been today.


For those of you who have never fought Kristianos, mixed weaponry means that thunder-stick shooters, crossbowmen, and pole-ax spearmen provide protection for each other, like a woven defense. And finally, should the soldados actually be threatened, a single trumpet call would bring the cabayeros on their armored beasts to shatter any formation of Apalachee warriors, no matter how well disciplined.


I grew up as a Chicaza noble, literally suckled on the art of war; but until the arrival of the Kristianos . . . Well, I never would have believed anyone could be so deadly. They brought a kind of combat beyond our comprehension. Even the mighty Apalachee—who would have been a serious threat to my own native Chicaza—were smart enough to avoid an open fight.


“Black Shell?” Blood Thorn asked.


I turned to where my friend lifted a clanking sack of armor looted from the dead. Among his Timucua people he had been an iniha, or ranked noble, if you will. Of medium height and muscular, he had a square face, and his upper body was tattooed with stars on the breasts and zigzag lines on the shoulders. White scars ringed his neck, compliments of a Kristiano slave collar. At Napetuca the Kristianos had murdered his betrothed, his family, his friends, and his community—and most of his reasons for living.


He asked, “Which trail do we take?”


“The one to the southwest.” I pointed. “We need to be out of this area as fast as possible. It will take them a while to figure out what happened. Then they will proceed cautiously, but quickly, back to Anhaica. After that the Adelantado de Soto will send cabayos out to sweep this entire area.”


Blood Thorn squinted his right eye and jerked a nod. He gestured to the rest of my little band of Orphans and took the lead. Pearl Hand and I followed as Blood Thorn pushed through the honeysuckle and onto a narrow trail that led through long-abandoned fields, now surrendering to forest.


Past that we emerged under old-growth canopy, the trail vanishing under last fall’s thick brown leaf mat. Our way led beneath spreading oaks, hickories, sweet gums, and occasional maples. High overhead the winter branches were interlaced, roofing the world a bow-shot above. I could see the first buds beginning to swell on those high tips, the promise of spring to come.


Once I’d had a soul-deep fondness for the dim openness under the great trees. To walk under the high canopy gave one a sense of ancient peace—a place where the white Power of tranquility pervaded. For the moment, however, the open forest floor set all of us on edge. While the massive tree trunks provided some cover, Kristiano cabayeros could charge, wheel their mounts, turn, and strike. Anyone fleeing would be run down and lanced from behind.


Blood Thorn broke into a distance-eating trot, his feet thrashing through the leaf mat. I followed behind, watching the fabric sack full of booty bounce on Blood Thorn’s wide back. His thick-muscled legs weren’t those of a runner, but Blood Thorn was a driven man.


So were we all.





CHAPTER TWO
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THROUGH THE LONG DAY WE RAN, THE PACKS HAMMERING OUR backs as we took the roundabout path back to our camp above the river. We ran through mottled shadows, keeping to the thickest of brush and trees, avoiding the trails.


“Peliqua?” Blood Thorn hissed, pointing ahead through the maze of trees and vines. “Someone is at our camp.”


We stopped, easing behind cover. I craned my head to see past the thickboled trees. Our camp lay atop a high bluff overlooking the White Heron River. The location was remote, away from routes that would be traveled by either the Kristianos or the local Apalachee. Being away for two days, we’d left our belongings under the guard of my dogs—four of them—each a large beast, trained to the protection of our packs.


Through the gaps in the trees I could see the visitors were Apalachee warriors, at least four of them. They stood, as if waiting, in a clear space overlooking the river and perhaps a bow-shot north of our camp.


For the most part we avoided the Apalachee. My Orphans were Timucua: ancient enemies of the Apalachee. Granted, we faced a common threat from the Kristianos, but why irritate wounds that had been festering for generations?


While we had Cafakke’s permission to be there, it didn’t mean that a small group of Apalachee wouldn’t take an opportunity to pay back old grievances. And in the confusion of the Kristiano invasion, who’d be the wiser?


As we eased closer, weapons were checked, quivers shifted into position. Individually we slipped from tree to tree, keeping a wary eye on our surroundings. The forest seemed unusually foreboding.


Overhead I could hear the wind blowing up from the gulf; it hissed through the winter-bare branches. Wind is a manifestation of Power, sent across the world by the four giant ivory-billed woodpeckers that live at the edges of the earth. It can blow fair or foul.


Blood Thorn rearranged his heavy sack of Kristiano armor, patting his war club with his right hand, as if to ensure it was ready.


I hurried on ahead of the rest, hearing Pearl Hand’s feet patting in the leaf mat behind mine. She had unslung her crossbow and had it cocked and nocked.


Four Apalachee warriors stood under the trees; they’d dressed in leather breechcloths, feather capes over their shoulders. Unstrung bows were in hand, full quivers resting across their backs. Tattoos were barely visible on their lightly greased skin; their faces had been touched with dabs of white paint—a sign of peaceful intentions.


“Stay alert,” I called, “at least until we know what they want. And remember, no matter what, we’re here to make trouble for Kristianos, not Apalachee.”


“And if they make it first?” Blood Thorn asked.


“You let Black Shell handle it,” Pearl Hand told him bluntly. “High Mikko Cafakke gave us permission to be here. No matter what, be polite. All of you.”


The Apalachee watched us approach with stoic expressions, their black eyes hard and unforgiving. Each had shaved the sides of his head, leaving long roaches in the center, and the forelocks dangling down their foreheads were decorated with shining white shell beads.


With my left hand I gestured for the Orphans to slow. I led the way, Pearl Hand just to my right and slightly behind. Blood Thorn had taken a position to my left. The rest followed, their feet barely rustling in the leaves.


“Greetings!” I spoke in the Apalachee dialect of Mos’kogee. “I am Black Shell, of the Chicaza. I am here under the Power of trade and with the blessing of High Mikko Cafakke.”


A muscular man stepped out from the rest. At first guess I’d have said he’d barely passed twenty summers, but the eyes in that youthful face would have been at home in a much older man.


“Greetings, Black Shell.” He shot a glance over his shoulder toward our camp. “Your dogs are superbly trained. They won’t let us into your camp. Your packs, it seems, are well guarded.”


“That is their duty. To whom am I speaking?”


“My name is A’atehkoci, nephew of High Mikko Cafakke, of the Chief Clan, of the White Moiety. I serve as usinulo to the high mikko and come to you under his authority.”


I bowed and offered my hands, palms up, in a token of respect. A’atehkoci, in the Mos’kogean tongue, translates as “Little Pot.” Like so many Mos’kogean peoples, the Apalachee divided themselves into two moieties, or groups: the Red and the White, representing the two forces of creation. Color itself has Spirit Power, and red is emblematic of chaos, creation, art, innovation, reproduction, and struggle. White signifies peace, tranquility, wisdom, patience, acceptance, inner harmony, and virtue.


Within each moiety were several clans. In the Apalachee’s White Moiety, the Chief Clan held the greatest prestige, having been established in distant antiquity. The great mikkos were descended from it, mothers passing the sacred leadership down to their sons and maternal brothers, sometimes to a nephew or perhaps even a daughter in dire circumstances. Such leadership, most Mos’kogee believed, had been instituted in the Beginning Times by Breath Giver himself and reflected the divine ordering of the universe and all of creation.


The honorific of usinulo indicated that A’atehkoci was the chief’s maternal nephew, and hence most likely to succeed Cafakke as high mikko. As first heir, the usinulo’s responsibilities included calling and orchestrating council sessions, advising the high mikko on policy, implementing edicts, taking responsibility for the Green Corn Ceremony, supervising the ritual ball games, mediating disputes, and acting as liaison between the clans and the Red Moiety.


I began to understand the stress lines around the young man’s eyes. Like a certain akeohoosa trader, A’atehkoci had spent his entire life being trained, tested, and prepared for his eventual ascent to the high mikko’s panther-hide chair. Then, just as the pieces were falling into place, the Kristianos appeared, captured the capital, and precipitated the most terrible warfare in Apalachee history.


I could sympathize.


“What service might we do the high mikko or his usinulo?” I asked, straightening. “We heard that Cafakke was captured by the Kristianos and taken to Anhaica. If this is so, our hearts are both saddened and worried.”


“He was,” A’atehkoci replied, watching my face for any telltale expression. “Power, however, has helped him to escape. He is once again reunited with his people.”


“For that we are thankful and deeply grateful. May Breath Giver bless him,” I replied, forming my tongue around the awkward Apalachee dialect. “The accursed Kristianos don’t usually turn loose any of their captives, let alone great rulers.” This would be a story to hear. “What service might we perform for you, Usinulo?”


“By the order of the high mikko, I am sent to escort you to Cane Place town. Our great and most holy hilishaya—the priest called Back-from-the-Dead—wishes to speak with you, Black Shell.” A’atehkoci gave me a serious inspection, then glanced past me at my companions.


His gaze sharpened at the sight of Pearl Hand—a normal reaction for any male . . . assuming his heart was still beating. When she smiled at him, a faint flush rose along his white-dabbed cheeks.


It went away as he cataloged my Uzachile companions, taking in their Timucuan dress, the way they wore their hair tied up in a warrior’s pom that jutted up from the top of the head, and the bristling weapons—many of them Kristiano—in their hands.


For those of you who might have missed the last three hundred years before the coming of the Kristianos, the Uzachile and Apalachee had been in a constant and brutal state of war.


“These are the Orphans, honorable Usinulo.”


“Orphans,” he mused, struggling to keep his expression blank. That he did so was a mark of his self-control. When Pearl Hand and I had originally broached the subject of Uzachile warriors, the Apalachee response had been volcanic. Cafakke, however, had seen the logic of accepting any allies he could find—and that was before he’d been captured.


Behind A’atehkoci, his three warriors shifted uneasily, gripping their bows and resettling their arrow-packed quivers on tense shoulders. They kept glancing out at the forest. I followed their gaze, seeing nothing.


Why? What’s out there? And the renowned spiritual leader Back-from-the-Dead wanted to see me? A sudden premonition ran down my spine on icy feet.


I took a moment to study A’atehkoci’s companions. Young, muscular, and lean, they reminded me of stickball players, the kind that are fast on their feet and not easily winded. The wolfish look in their eyes belied the white daubs of paint on their cheeks.


“I would not have believed it,” A’atehkoci said softly. “When the high mikko said he had given you permission to fight the Kristianos as you would, we had our doubts. Meanwhile, we’ve kept an eye on you, Black Shell. No food has ended up missing. None of our women have been molested.” He grinned. “And you’ve killed a great many Kristianos.”


“Not as many as we’d have liked,” Pearl Hand muttered ironically.


“Agreed,” I added, casting sidelong glances at the forest. What was out there that interested A’atehkoci’s warriors so? “Just this morning, we managed to kill some more.” In Timucua, I said, “Blood Thorn, please step forward and deposit the results of our morning’s work at the usinulo’s feet.”


Blood Thorn never lowered his eyes from A’atehkoci’s as he advanced and dropped his heavy sack onto the ground. The metal inside clanked. One by one, the others did the same.


I raised an arm. “A gift from the Orphans to the high mikko and the people of Apalachee. May it please the great Cafakke and his council.”


One of A’atehkoci’s warriors stepped forward, opening the drawstring on one of the sacks so A’atehkoci could see the contents. The usinulo lifted an eyebrow; then he shot a curious look my way. “The other bags are the same?”


“Weapons, metal, cloth, some jewelry, and Kristiano leather from five soldados. Oh, and we’d better not forget the ihola’ka. Horned Serpent blessed us with a good day.” To emphasize the point, I touched the pouch at my breast, a gesture not lost on the usinulo. His gaze sharpened. He’d obviously heard rumors of my talisman—a sepaya, a piece of Horned Serpent’s antler.


“These spoils would be worth a fortune in trade up north,” A’atehkoci said reasonably.


“We are here under the Power of trade,” Pearl Hand replied. “High Mikko Cafakke allowed us to hunt Kristianos unmolested in return for what we captured from them. We honor our word and Power.” She made a face. “Unlike the Kristianos.”


“What is being said?” Blood Thorn asked, shooting a wary glance at the Apalachee. I could feel his rising tension.


“I’m not sure yet,” I replied in Timucua. “We’re still in the preliminaries.”


“Trouble?” Walking Thunder asked.


“No.” A’atehkoci replied in atrociously accented Timucua. He smiled at the Orphans’ surprised expressions. “My . . . how would you say . . . caretaker? Yes, perhaps that is the best word. The slave who attended me as a child was Uzachile, captured on a raid. She taught me some of your tongue. I was encouraged to keep enough of your language to understand prisoners.”


Prisoners? Wrong word, Usinulo. The Timucua were stiffening, grips tightening on their weapons. I managed a placating grin. “Walking Thunder raises a point. What are your instructions regarding us, Usinulo?”


He glanced at the sacks of spoils on the ground, then slowly met our eyes, taking his time, looking at us one by one. Coming to a decision, he said, “My uncle, the high mikko . . . requests that you come. The hilishaya would have counsel with you, Black Shell. Given the current conditions, we will not feast you as we once would have, but there will be enough to fill your bellies.” In Timucua, he added, “You will all be welcome and honored at the high mikko’s camp. This I promise on the White Arrow.”


On the White Arrow. Thank the sun, moon, and stars. Tension began to ebb from my Timucua. Everyone on earth—except the stupid Kristianos—understood the White Arrow and its promise of safe passage.


Blood Thorn placed a hand to his breast, nodding his head respectfully. “On the White Arrow, Usinulo, we accept and appreciate your offer. In return, we ask what we could contribute. Perhaps a deer? Or will music from our flutes be sufficient?”


A wry smile played along A’atehkoci’s lips. I got the feeling he hadn’t enjoyed much real humor since de Soto’s arrival. He kicked one of the sacks; metal clanked. “This is worth more to us than four deer and all the flute music in the world.”


The deer and flute music made reference to the traditional way of peacefully approaching an enemy. Unlike the filthy Kristianos, we had long-established rules of conduct. Enemies wishing to meet in peace sent their adversaries a white arrow, followed by four deer carcasses, and finally arrived in procession, playing flutes. All was in accord with white Power, and for the most part, no one violated the truce. Those who did found themselves shunned for the rest of their lives, many even by their closest kin.


At a gesture from A’atehkoci, the Apalachee warriors stepped forward, rearranged their quivers, and lifted the heavy sacks of armor and weapons.


Together we walked the rest of the way to the bluff. Our camp there consisted of makeshift structures erected in a half circle around a central fire pit. The limbs of an old oak, its branches festooned with long streamers of hanging moss, spread overhead. On the west, a drop-off fell four body-lengths to the swirling waters of the White Heron River.


Pearl Hand and I shared a small cabin consisting of cane walls daubed with mud to keep the wind out. Our roof was a gabled affair over which cattails, cane, and tall river grass had been laid and then lashed together. Atop it we’d placed a layer of bark and then earth. While not as snug as a regular trench-wall house with a thatch roof, it was better than the lean-tos the Orphans had thrown up.


The central fire pit—now filled with cold white ash—had been dug into the ground. Logs had been dragged in for seating, and a wooden rack could be placed over the fire for roasting meat, hanging cookware, or drying food.


My dogs were waiting anxiously, tails wagging, eyes bright. Bark, of course, couldn’t stand it and began telling us how happy he was to see us return. Squirm, his paws pattering, ignored my signal to stay and came at a charge. When one goes, so do the rest. Gnaw let out a low howl and came slinking along in the rear, tail flaying the air, his head down, snout curled in that tooth-bearing grin some dogs adopt.


Pearl Hand dropped down to wrap her arms around Bark. As the big black dog wriggled like a fish, she ruffled up his neck and ears, all the time seeking to avoid his sloppy tongue. Bark isn’t the brightest of my dogs, but he and Pearl Hand had forged a special bond. Maybe because they both savored a good fight?


Skipper managed to knock Squirm out of the way with a body block, which earned him first ear-rubbing rights. I told him what a good dog he’d been. Joy filled his odd eyes, the right brown, the left a sky blue. Then I shoved him away and made sure that Gnaw and Squirm got equal time.


Gnaw was the biggest. He’s gray with a white-tipped tail. I swear he had the endurance of a beaver and would go from dawn to midnight.


Squirm, well, he was a problem. He’d never met a trade pack yet that he liked, let alone one he couldn’t wiggle out from under given enough time. Since he was a dark brown in color, his white bib and the blaze marking his face were quite distinctive.


Dogs are central to a trader’s life, and I’d had mine for quite some time. They were big animals, sturdily built and muscular from years of bearing heavy packs. A trader can go through a lot of dogs looking for the right one. Such an animal must be not only strong and loyal but smart enough to learn the rules. And, oh, are there rules!


First is never to bother the trade packs or chew on the leather, a failing Gnaw managed to outgrow just as I was about to turn him into stew. A trader’s pack dogs must not pick fights with town dogs when we’re guests—though if attacked first, all bets are off. Immediate and complete obedience is essential, not only for their survival, but also for a trader’s. Finally, they must stay and guard a camp to the point of starvation or death from thirst.


In return, they eat well, even if it means sharing my last morsel. At times I’ve gone hungry to keep a bit of something in their bellies. Because they are family, I’ll kill to protect them. People among all the Nations understand the value a trader puts on his dogs. And, for the most part, they are universally well treated and often allowed into the palaces of the high minkos, tishu minkos or second chiefs, hopayes or priests, and other elite rulers.


Blood Thorn had dropped to his knees and was telling Gnaw what a good dog he’d been and how perhaps later there would be a special treat for him. He and Gnaw seemed to have come to some sort of understanding.


I’d always appreciated that about Blood Thorn. He liked dogs; he’d had one back home in Uriutina. After the Kristianos occupied it, the animal was never seen again. Not only that, we all owed our lives to my dogs. They’d thwarted an attack by de Soto’s war dogs at Napetuca, bought us time to flee, and saved countless lives.


And finally I must mention Fetch.


A Kristiano—our sworn enemy, Antonio Ruiz y Gonzales—killed him down in the peninsula. Pearl Hand and I had left food and supplies for Fetch’s soul-journey to the Land of the Dead, but Fetch came back. At Napetuca—in the heat of the battle—he’d appeared as a Spirit and led Blood Thorn and me to safety. And then, later, in the Spirit World, as I was dying, he came again.


Oh, yes, my dogs are special.


What A’atehkoci made of all this, I couldn’t tell. His warriors, however, watched with condescending amusement.


Not all people share my affection for dogs. In some Nations, dogs are a nuisance tolerated only because they clean up garbage, they bark an alert at the approach of strangers, and puppies end up in the stew pot. Among other peoples, dogs are considered part of the family, honored, cared for, and even buried in special tombs when they die. As I hope mine will be.


And the Kristianos? Now, keep in mind, I’ve never spent any time socializing with them, but I’ve never seen them treat a dog as anything but a tool. First off, they don’t think dogs have souls. Can you imagine? Who’d want to die, send their souls to the Land of the Dead, and not have dogs around? What kind of afterlife is that? Kristianos call their afterlife paraíso, and there are no dogs allowed! Perhaps because of this, they have bred their dogs for war and use them to execute slaves when they run or grow too weak to work.


You heard me right. I’ve witnessed it with my own eyes, been threatened by the beasts myself. I’ve seen them literally rip men and women apart, even tear the bowels from their victims’ living bodies. No wonder Kristianos think their dogs have no souls.


Our dogs cared for, we led the way into camp, and I asked, “Usinulo, can we offer you anything? Corn cakes? Ache bread? It’s fresh; we collected the cattail roots for it but two nights past.” I pointed to a brownware pot. “We have tolocano to slake your thirst.” Tolocano is made from groundnuts, dried persimmons, and blueberries, then boiled and allowed to steep.


“The drink would be fine.” He looked around at our snug little camp. “You’re far from the trails.”


“The better to avoid any Kristianos,” Pearl Hand told him as she picked the tolocano pot from its place and handed it to A’atehkoci.


The usinulo lifted it to his lips and drank, then offered it to one of his men. The others swung their loaded sacks to the ground and took their turns emptying our tolocano pot. As much as I hated to see it go, it was for a good cause.


“Blood Thorn? Could you, Bear Paw, and the others collect the rest of our spoils for the usinulo?”


“More?” A’atehkoci asked.


I shot him a grim smile, fully aware the dogs were now shooting glances out at the trees, too. What was out there? “Not every fight has been as productive as this morning’s, but we’ve chipped away at them.”


“Why are you so successful?” A’atehkoci murmured.


“Killing Kristianos is not a game for the fainthearted. Each attack must be carefully planned, patiently executed.” I shrugged, watching as my Orphans returned with the rest of our loot: another six sacks. “They are like a great tree, and we carve off but a splinter here or there.”


He nodded. “We know. It’s the why of it that bothers so many of us.”


“The why?” Pearl Hand asked.


“Why Breath Giver ever allowed them to exist in the first place. And why he would allow them to come here. That question preoccupies our greatest holy men.” He stared right at me, eyes darkening. “And, perhaps as a means of answering that, the hilishaya requires your presence.”


I shot Pearl Hand a quizzical look. “Let us put together our packs, feed the dogs, and collect our things. Is it far? This Cane Place town?”


“Two days’ walk.”


“Then we’ll pack our bedding. Give us a finger of time and you can lead us where you will.” I paused. “Under the White Arrow, of course.”


A’atehkoci just gave me a smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes.





CHAPTER THREE
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OUR WAY LED THROUGH OCCASIONAL STANDS OF OLD-GROWTH forest but mostly wound through second-growth that had sprung up in old burns or patches where gulf storms had laid down swaths of timber. There the trail turned difficult, snaking through deadfall thick with saplings, brush, and thorny vines.


Why the difficult route? The reason, of course, was that Kristiano patrols avoided them. They had learned that dense foliage provided perfect cover for an ambush. Tens of arrows could be shot before the invader could recover. By the time they did, the archers would have slipped away in the tangle. Kristianos preferred open territory where they could better use their cabayos, dogs, and weaponry.


A’atehkoci slowed his pace to match mine. He shot me a measuring look, then inclined his head toward where Blood Thorn walked just behind Gnaw. “He seems to have the respect of the other Uzachile. Do you trust him?”


I gave him a knowing squint. “Let me tell you about Blood Thorn. He was an iniha, a subchief, received in great Holata Uzachile’s council. Being a young man of increasing political stature, he’d been prepared to marry Water Frond, heir to the chieftainship of Ahocalaquen town. Blood Thorn was terribly in love with her, but their marriage was postponed by the arrival of de Soto. Blood Thorn found her raped body tied to a palisade post in Napetuca. De Soto left her for the flies, crows, and vultures.”


A’atehkoci’s expression tightened.


I continued. “Blood Thorn went a little mad after that. But his one-man war against the Kristianos didn’t end so well. They captured him, used him as a beast, carrying heavy boxes, food, hierro, and other supplies. He got to see firsthand how Kristianos use war dogs to enforce order and obedience among the slaves. He was beaten, whipped, and half-starved.”


I couldn’t help but finger the scars on my own neck. I’d been there, once, back in Uzita town. I glanced at Pearl Hand where she walked ahead of us, forever thankful that my wife had dared to free me. I owed her my life as well as my happiness.


“But he got away?” A’atehkoci mused.


I nodded. “He used a piece of sandstone, ground away at his chain, and managed to escape during the confusion when the Kristianos overran your town of Agila. Fleeing south, he ran smack-dab into me and my Orphans—just in time for us to kill his pursuers.”


I didn’t tell A’atehkoci the rest, that Spirit Power—that essence of the Creator that flows through our world—led us to rescue Blood Thorn. Power echoes from the Beginning Times, lurks in rocks, springs, rivers, and the winds. It rises with the sap in trees and hums in the blood coursing through our veins. Power resides in colors, shafts of sunlight through the clouds, and the souls of the dead. It fills our world, ebbing, rising, and shifting with the actions of men and the mythical Spirit Beasts of the Beginning Times. Power is the life-breath of our world.


At the thought, my sepaya warmed against my breast. Horned Serpent is my personal Spirit Being.


Not everyone has one of those.


No sane person would want one—especially one as Powerful as Horned Serpent. Believe me, being chosen by Power isn’t conducive to peace, contentment, carefree dreams, or long life. I’d trade all of my obligations to Power for a quiet little forest farm beside a river and happily grow corn for the rest of my life.


Why?


Because Horned Serpent is a Spirit creature who rules the Underworld—a great winged snake with rainbow-colored scales and large crystalline eyes. Crimson antlers spring from his forehead, and rattles the size of melons tip his tail. With his feathered wings he flies up into the summer sky and guards the Path of the Dead. As old as Breath Giver’s creation, Horned Serpent dates back to the Beginning Times.


He frightens me down to my bones.


When I died at Napetuca . . . Well, that’s a story for later.


“And the one who follows just behind us? Who is he?” A’atehkoci asked.


“Walking Thunder,” I told him, “a blooded warrior from Napetuca town. He lost everything to the Kristianos: family, clan, friends, and future—all dead in blood.”


“Does he fight well? He seems all lanky legs, and that short trunk and arms don’t look like a warrior’s.”


I chuckled at the description. Sometimes I thought of him as the human version of an oversized blue heron. “He fights well, Usinulo.”


“And the muscular one behind him? He looks like he could twist a man’s head right off his neck or uproot trees.”


“That’s Corn Thrower, once an adviser to War Chief Rattlesnake. He looks like a squat bear because he is. I don’t think he’d twist a man’s head off. Built the way he is, he’d just pop it off like plucking a crabapple from its stem. He grew up just outside the capital city of Uzachile.” After leaving his native land behind, he’d taken to completely shaving his head, giving it the look of an oversized hickory nut atop a stump.


“And the one off to the left?” A’atehkoci asked, indicating Bear Paw. The warrior’s keen eyes continually studied the shadowy forest depths around us. His tattooed skin appeared mottled in the dappled forest shadow. He was long limbed and lean, with a somber expression behind his eyes.


“Bear Paw is the quiet one, forever watchful, competent, and absorbed by his own nightmares.” We all had them. After Napetuca, who didn’t? “Bear Paw’s best friend was a fellow called Long Arrow. A Kristiano killed him last moon. Since then Bear Paw’s been even more withdrawn, but get him in a fight, and he’s smart. To a Kristiano, he’s as dangerous as a water moccasin.”


A’atehkoci’s expression flickered. “A curious analogy. What about that one, the one who keeps looking at you with those gleaming eyes?”


“Wide Antler?” The gleaming eyes said it all. Average of height and build, he was the believer. He’d caught a glimpse of my sepaya after I’d escaped the lake outside Napetuca. Seeing that, hearing the story of how Horned Serpent had carried me to the Sky World and what had happened there, Wide Antler had bound himself to me and our cause.


“If there’s trouble among us, it’s him,” I told A’atehkoci. “After Napetuca he exists only to serve Power and kill Kristianos. He’s the glowing stone in our firepot, the one who has only a single fear: that if he cools off, loses his ability to sear meat, then his existence will become meaningless.”


“Like a blade that can only cut in one direction.” A’atehkoci glanced up as a flock of passenger pigeons exploded from an oak off to our left. “Then we had better keep him focused on Kristianos, don’t you think?”


“Oh, yes.”


He smiled wryly. “Black Shell of the Chicaza . . . and his Orphans. So fitting.”


“We’ve all forsaken family—any that haven’t been murdered—home, and Nation. Me, I started out akeohoosa.” In the Mos’kogee tongue it means “dead to one’s kin.” A better term might be “outcast.”


“And Pearl Hand?” A’atehkoci arched an eyebrow.


“Chicora. From up north. She was sired of a Kristiano father and birthed by a Chicora mother. Being born to a matrilineal people, she’s fully Chicora—but that didn’t stop them from selling her as a ‘bound’ woman to the highest bidder. She’s had an interesting but tough life, living among the privileged—until I managed to win her from a disgusting Timucua chief down south.”


“Yet you married her?”


I grinned at him. “How many men do you know who have gambled for their wives and won, versus those who gambled on them and lost?”


He chuckled.


“I thought so.”


Pearl Hand was one of the most physically beautiful women I’d ever seen. The first sight of her on a southern trail had piqued my very male interest. Her wit and poise had sharpened it even further. That she turned out to be clever, smart, talented, and unbelievably brave? A miracle.


To her previous owners, she’d been a prized sexual possession, passed from chief to chief as their fortunes waxed and waned. She’d been traded across half the country. A woman in such circumstances who kept her ears open and used her wits could learn a great deal about governments, trade relations, warfare, religion, and the wielding of authority and military might.


That she could love me with all of her heart? There, my friends, lay the greatest miracle of all.


I stepped over a fallen log, helping A’atehkoci with the treacherous footing. “Last spring, Usinulo, in spite of all Pearl Hand’s vociferous warnings, the Kristianos captured me down at Uzita. They’d just come ashore from their floating palaces, and I’d been determined to see one in the flesh. I’d have been better off had Pearl Hand just broken a war club over my thick head to dissuade me.”


“The scars on your neck?” he asked.


“After they ran me down with a cabayo, they clamped a collar around my neck and began the task of working me to death. I hauled boxes, containers, packs of every sort, furniture, huge metal pieces, you name it. This was done in a state of constant terror. Any who hesitated were whipped. Those who stumbled were bitten by the war dogs. And when one’s body finally failed?” I glanced at him. “They turned the dogs loose, allowing them to tear the poor wretch to pieces. Once dead, the slave’s head was lopped off to free the collar. Then work resumed, the bloody, empty collar jangling on the chain to remind the rest of us in line what our fate would be.”


He said nothing, no doubt thinking about his own people who had been taken captive. For a time we walked together, then he said, “I think I understand, Black Shell. At least as much as anyone could who has not lived what you have.”


At that he trotted ahead, taking advantage of a section of open trail to catch up to the lead warrior. I could see them talking in low voices, each staring out at the trees. Talking about us, no doubt, and what we’d been through. Kristianos are always sobering.


As a trader, I had been among some pretty savage people. Nothing had prepared me for the Kristianos. Not even a person’s worst nightmares could hint at their arrogant brutality. Shocked and horrified by my captivity, I had come down with some illness, possessed of the fever and shakes.


The night before I would have died, Pearl Hand sneaked into Uzita. She seduced the guard, cut the man’s throat with his own knife, and literally carried me out from under the Kristianos’ noses. Only later did I begin to understand the courage she’d mustered and the sacrifice she’d made to free me.


Pearl Hand hates Kristianos. And, yes, her father was one. Perhaps “father” is too misleading a term. The man’s only role was capturing and impregnating Pearl Hand’s mother. The woman understood she was to be carried off as a slave and worked to death. At the last moment, as the Kristianos loaded their great ship, she escaped. Her Chicora, however, weren’t welcoming when she returned—and grew big with a Kristiano brat. For reasons I still don’t understand, when she heard the Kristianos had landed five years later, Pearl Hand’s mother tried to find the man who captured, raped, and would have enslaved her.


Thus, as a child, Pearl Hand spent some time among the Kristianos. She came to speak their language and learned a little about them. She hates them and is just as dedicated to destroying them as the rest of us. She’s killed more Kristianos than I have, and even High Mikko Cafakke paid attention when she addressed him.


She dropped back now that we didn’t have to travel single-file.


“Interesting talk with the usinulo?”


“He may be a bit less suspicious of us.”


Still, I couldn’t help but notice that A’atehkoci’s warriors, as well as the dogs, kept glancing off to the sides, and more than once I thought I detected movement paralleling ours.


“Someone’s out there,” Pearl Hand said, aware of my sidelong glances.


“They move too well to be Kristianos.”


“Who?” she wondered.


“Apalachee, I suppose,” I answered. “We’re being watched, judged.”


“Still?” She arched an eyebrow.


“It’s all a test. We outnumber A’atehkoci’s party. If we were intent on mischief, what better time than now?”


“Is Cafakke always this suspicious?”


“He just escaped the Kristianos. Wouldn’t you be?” I glanced at A’atehkoci’s broad back, thinking about what he’d said. “The renowned hilishaya Back-from-the-Dead wants to talk to me.”


“I’ve heard of him. And none of it good. What does he want with you?”


“The Kristianos are changing the Power, ruining the balance. If you were a priest, what would you think?”


“That something was amiss.” She paused, then asked, “What if Back-from-the-Dead doesn’t like what you have to tell him?”


I fingered the bit of Horned Serpent’s antler that lay in my medicine pouch. “Our likes and dislikes aren’t the issue. The Kristianos are here . . . and nothing will be the same again.”


“And you think, dear husband, that the Apalachee will be looking forward to hearing that from a stranger like you?”


My stomach tightened, and I shot another uneasy glance at where the mysterious strangers paralleled our course. Maybe we had more enemies than just the Kristianos.


We camped that night in a stand of pitch pine, listening to the breeze whisper through the long green needles above. The wind had changed, blowing down out of the northwest. High clouds rolled across the sky, lighter bands illuminated by the waning moon. The temperature continued to drop.


Two low fires provided the only light; it reflected on our somber faces. My Orphans circled their own fire, each reclining on an elbow or sitting cross-legged, some with chins braced. Others held their hands out to the warmth.


Pearl Hand and I sat with A’atehkoci and his three warriors, having roasted two turkeys we’d managed to shoot during the day’s travel. The dogs had feasted on opossum and porcupine—the latter obviously skinned by Pearl Hand before the dogs received the fat-rich carcass.


My pack dogs lay sprawled in the darkness, already lost to dreams. They deserved it. They’d had the hardest day, jumping over logs, crashing through brush despite their heavy packs. Still, it was good for them. They’d grown too fat while lazing around our river-bluff camp. Now I wondered if we’d ever see it again.


“I suppose you are curious about why the great hilishaya wishes to speak to you?” A’atehkoci asked from where he crouched, a feather cape drawn tightly about his shoulders.


“A little,” I replied with disarming mildness.


“There is talk about you,” A’atehkoci said. “Some of the stories . . . Well, they defy easy credibility. At least when applied to a trader such as yourself.”


I smiled as he gave my hunch confirmation. “Journeys to the Spirit World will do that.”


“Then you don’t deny them?” From his expression I could see that A’atehkoci was fishing.


“I’d have to hear what story is being told to know whether to deny it or not.”


“It is said that four times you went to the Spirit World.”


“That part is true,” I replied. I held my peace as the silence stretched. A’atehkoci hoped, no doubt, I would fill it with something.


His three companions had straightened, watching me with anticipation.


Pearl Hand used a stick to stir the fire, rolling what was left of the turkey carcasses, most of the bones now burned to a reddish white. We had all offered pieces to the fire with a prayer of thanks to the souls of the birds. A knowing smile bent Pearl Hand’s perfect lips, and she shot me a reassuring glance.


“That is all you will say?” A’atehkoci finally asked.


I made the “pay attention to this” hand sign. “Usinulo, the things I experienced were the result of Power. One does not speak lightly about them. What happened to me during my Spirit journeys is not for the entertainment of others. I make no secret that my souls traveled to the Spirit World. The details, however, I have shared only with a select few.”


I smiled at Pearl Hand. “After the stories have passed from mouth to mouth, I cannot imagine the direction they have taken.” I cocked my head. “What have you heard, Usinulo?”


A’atehkoci smoothed his cape. “That you have been given special Power. That you know how to crush the Kristianos.”


“Sorry. I cannot gather the lightning and hurl it at the invaders. I cannot call the winds to blow them away or entice the great serpents to pool the waters to drown them.”


I let him stew on that, then said, “But I do know how to destroy them.”


At that the Apalachee warriors straightened again, eyes glistening with anticipation.


“Just as we are doing,” I answered flatly. “Grinding away at them, killing a few here, a few there, never letting them rest. Any attempt to crush them with one blow will end in death, defeat, and sorrow.”


“You’re not very encouraging,” A’atehkoci muttered.


“Good. Heed my words: You cannot defeat the Adelantado in an open fight.”


Pearl Hand tucked her long hair behind her shell-like ears. “Usinulo, if you learn nothing else from us, please learn this: In massed battle, the Kristianos are invincible.”


“We know.” He sighed. “Narváez taught us that when he passed through years ago. We were just hoping that something had changed, that you’d learned a weakness.”


“Napetuca proved just the opposite,” Pearl Hand whispered, and I nodded.


“What happened there?” A’atehkoci asked.


I spoke softly. “The chiefs went to de Soto, seeking to gain the release of hostage chiefs and captives taken for slaves. De Soto refused.” I gestured at Pearl Hand. “She speaks the Kristiano language, overheard them planning to take the great Holata Uzachile hostage. Pearl Hand told the Uzachile chiefs exactly how the Kristianos planned to betray them in the end.”


Pearl Hand shot him a sober look. “Once the Uzachile learned the extent of the Kristianos’ treachery, they laid a trap of their own. War Chief Rattlesnake offered to trade other chiefs for the ones de Soto had already taken captive. The Adelantado agreed to the exchange, willing to meet them with a small party upon his arrival at Napetuca. Rattlesnake laid out an elaborate ambush. Hundreds of his warriors, their weapons hidden, would attack de Soto’s small party, killing him no matter the cost.”


“What went wrong?” A’atehkoci asked.


Pearl Hand’s eyes narrowed. “Some of de Soto’s slaves—Southern Timucua—accepted the Kristianos’ god, probably thinking to better their position. They told the Kristianos of the ambush.”


I nodded, making the hand sign for futility. “Betrayal upon betrayal; the Kristianos played it perfectly. They hid their cabayos, kept their soldados under cover. De Soto came out with a small band as he was supposed to.” I added, “He brought war dogs with him, knowing their demoralizing effect. And he brought four cabayos. One, he mounted at the last minute, turning the war dogs loose and using a horn to blow the attack signal.”


“Our dogs saved us,” Pearl Hand said, waving toward where my pack lay sleeping. “They met the war dogs head-on. War dogs are trained to hunt and kill people. A trader’s dogs, on the other hand, grow up fighting other dogs.” Her face softened. “Usinulo, treat our dogs with reverence. They saved a great many lives that day.”


“But not everyone’s,” I growled, making a dismissive motion. “The Uzachile warriors didn’t have a chance. They formed up, fighting with as much courage, skill, and desperation as anyone could. Even my own Chicaza.” And no one had a reputation for war like the Chicaza. “Within moments, hundreds were killed, the rest running for their lives.”


“You ended up in one of the lakes?” A’atehkoci asked.


I could see Blood Thorn listening, picking up some of the words. I pointed. “The iniha and I were led to the larger by Fetch, my Spirit dog. Had we escaped to the smaller . . .” I smiled wistfully. “Just accept the fact that we wouldn’t be here now. Those were the ones the Kristianos were able to drag out after a day or two.”


“We heard they were herded into Napetuca,” A’atehkoci said softly. “Made slaves.”


“Essentially, yes.” I nodded. “Apparently War Chief Rattlesnake and the captive chiefs couldn’t stomach the notion.”


Pearl Hand narrowed her eyes. “The day after Horned Serpent returned Black Shell to us, the captive Uzachile rose in revolt. They grabbed up anything they could and attacked the Kristianos. The fighting was brutal, but they were mostly armed with bits of firewood and what they could grab from the Kristianos. We think someone came close to killing de Soto. Even from a distance we could see him wiping blood from his nose and mouth. But the Kristianos crushed the desperate warriors.”


She paused, and her face reflected the memory, firelight playing in the hollows of her cheeks. “De Soto was so angry he ordered all the survivors—men, women, and children—tied to the palisade posts. Then, perhaps to bind his converted slaves, he ordered them to kill every last prisoner.”


She looked up. “The dead in Napetuca were piled in the plaza. Those killed in the main battle were left where they lay. So, too, were the murdered ones, their corpses tied to the posts where they died.”


“They’re still there,” one of A’atehkoci’s warriors whispered. “Or so we’ve been told. The Uzachile think the dead at Napetuca are somehow polluted. That nothing else could explain a disaster of such magnitude.”


“They’re wrong,” I replied, seeing Napetuca in my head. The countless bodies were staring at me through death-clouded eyes. The smell of them hovered behind my nose, cloying as they swelled in the hot sun, flies buzzing in columns. I could hear the gurgle and hiss as gases escaped the bloating bodies.


“Wrong how?” A’atehkoci asked.


“The pollution doesn’t lie with the dead at Napetuca. It hovers on the shoulders of de Soto. It marches with his soldados, scurries around the puercos his workers herd, and perches on the shoulders of his cabayos. The Kristianos are the pollution, and they will remain so until we destroy the last one.”


“Akasam,” they said in unison. “May it be so.”


“Akasam,” I added, as if the dead haunting my memories could hear and be cheered. Their faces—twisted with death—lingered behind my eyes. Staring, longing, and wondering why.


Left thus, their bodies unattended, they would never make the journey to the afterlife. Instead they would remain forever in the vicinity of Napetuca, until their screams and terror vanished into eternity.


That night, despite sleeping with my body curled against Pearl Hand’s, the dead pursued my souls as I ran, naked, cold, and weeping, through the fetid stench of Napetuca.


I kept crying: “I have no answer.”


They didn’t seem to hear, but continued to wail after me in horror.





CHAPTER FOUR


[image: image]


THE SUN WAS SETTING ON THE SECOND DAY. WINDING ALONG HIGH ground where tall oaks, maples, and hickories crowded the sky, we descended to a swampy bottom filled with palmettos, water oaks, gums, and bald cypresses. Here we began to encounter people: local Apalachee going about their business.


The mystery of our curious followers was dispelled as well. Warriors appeared as the land narrowed, a line of ten of them paralleling our path. I trotted up to where A’atehkoci led the way.


“Friends of yours?” I gestured to the closing warriors. “They’ve been paralleling our course all the way from our camp on the river, haven’t they?”


“Consider them an escort, protection, if you will. It would not have been pleasant to encounter, shall we say, surprises.”


I gave him a flat stare of reproach. “We take the Power of trade seriously.”


“I am aware of that.” He paused. “But the hilishaya warned us to be careful.”


“Why?” Suspicion laced my voice.


“Consider the stories told about you, Black Shell. An exiled homeless trader? Granted Horned Serpent’s Spirit Power? Really? Or perhaps you had bargained off your souls to some other Power, one not conducive to the continued Spiritual health of my people?”


Sorcery! Even the thought of it sent a shiver down my back.


“And now?” I asked. “Do you believe me to be a witch?”


“A witch wouldn’t willingly come to face the greatest hilishaya in living memory.”


Even the slightest suspicion of witchcraft could get a person killed. To learn that Back-from-the-Dead—whose very name inspired awe among the Apalachee—suspected me of something as heinous? I fought my shiver, about to protest.


A’atehkoci, however, waved me back and continued down the winding trail to a canoe landing, such as it was—a track-pocked, muddy bank lined with sixteen dugout canoes in various states of repair. These looked more like local fishing craft impressed into High Mikko Cafakke’s service.


I glanced around, taking in the depths of the surrounding swamp. Cafakke had learned his lesson. No force of Kristianos would surprise him here; it would take de Soto’s entire army to force its way across the water to Cafakke’s remote island.


And I was about to set foot in Back-from-the-Dead’s lair?


A single thought echoed between my souls: Run!


But where? And how?


I glanced at the Orphans, who all looked equally nervous.


Come on, Black Shell. You’ve stood face-to-face with the West Wind; been threatened by Piasa, the water panther; and sat at Old-Woman-Who-Never-Dies’s fire. You’ve shared Corn Woman’s embrace and been carried to the Sky World by Horned Serpent. What’s an Apalachee priest after that?


When necessary, I can even lie to myself with convincing authority.


We were all transferred to the dugouts, each to be paddled by one of A’atehkoci’s warriors. I placed one of the dogs in each boat, cautioning them to be still. Behind us, the twenty warriors remained in a semicircle, as if to cut off any attempt at escape.


“What do you think, Peliqua?” Blood Thorn was watching the warriors through slitted eyes. “Are we truly guests? Or was the talk of the White Arrow only so much empty breath?”


Already unnerved, I considered that as our packs were being loaded into canoes. Several of the accompanying warriors stepped forward to paddle them into the swamp.


“The usinulo himself gave his word.” I glanced at the somber faces around us. Pearl Hand had that curious half smirk on her face. She, too, was uneasy. “But there’s more to this than just a friendly visit. Be smart, Blood Thorn. All of you, make no trouble. Understand?”


My Orphans nodded, then cast suspicious glances at our supposed hosts.


Pearl Hand and I rode with Squirm and A’atehkoci himself. I glanced around at the tupelos and bald cypresses. The great trees rose like giants from the calm water. Occasional cypress knees stuck up like fingers, and true to form, anhingas rested upon them, watching us pass with keen brown eyes.


“Go and tell the Underworld we continue the fight,” I called to one bird who let us pass perilously close. “And tell the Piasa I haven’t forgotten our trade.”


The bird dove neatly from the moss-covered knee, entering the water with barely a splash. Only widening rings remained in his wake.


I turned my head, giving A’atehkoci a humorless smile. “Never speak rashly around an anhinga. You never know what story they’ll tell . . . or in which world they’ll tell it.”


The question hovered unspoken behind his lips, wariness in his eyes. Finally he said, “Anhingas are special among the Power birds. Is one your Spirit Helper?”


“Among others,” I whispered, turning my attention back to the swamp. A’atehkoci didn’t need to know that Anhinga was even now swimming down to the Underworld to tell the Piasa what I’d said.


The Piasa, you ask? That’s Water Panther, another of the Spirit Beings from the Beginning Times. Imagine a great panther with giant falcon wings rising from the middle of his back. Each of his four legs terminates in a scaly yellow eagle foot with long, grasping talons. A long snake’s tail, thin and graceful, flips back and forth. The face is pure cougar, but the three-forked eye pattern of the Underworld surrounds his fierce yellow eyes.


Water Panther and I have the problem of an unfulfilled trade lying between us. He wants my life—and would have taken it after he dragged me under the lake at Napetuca. Unfortunately it was pointed out to him that trade goes two ways: I needed something in return. And, until I received it, he couldn’t go about slowly ripping my body into chunks of Water Panther meal. Meanwhile, the promise that someday he and I were going to have to conclude our deal hung heavily upon my conscience.


And I was worried about a skinny Apalachee priest?


A’atehkoci led our small flotilla toward a rise of high ground deep in the swamp. The shore was lined with lotus pads and the cane stands for which the town was undoubtedly named. Tupelos, bald cypresses, and water and pin oaks, spiced with occasional sweet gums, towered over the island. Winter-bare vines laced through the high branches.


“Let me guess,” I said. “The new capital of the Apalachee people?”


“Temporary, we hope. Cane Place town sits on an island,” A’atehkoci told me. “The Kristianos will not come here . . . even if they capture and torture some of our people into telling them where the high mikko has fled to. No matter what, we will have ample time to evacuate our leaders.” He gestured. “The swamp runs in all directions. We have a great many options.”


Even before the canoe landing came into sight, I caught the odor of wood smoke on the air. Faint shouts and children’s laughter carried across the water. Overhead a V of ducks winged past, turning to give the island and its human population a wide berth.


I looked up through the winter-stark branches to the gray and leaden sky. It still threatened rain. Ahead, the landing consisted of trampled soil, and perhaps ten canoes had already been beached and inverted to keep rain from pooling inside.


Back under the trees I could make out buildings, mostly rude huts with makeshift roofs of bark and hastily procured thatch. Ramadas had been built along with simple raised storehouses. Beyond, among the larger trees, I could see more substantial dwellings.


A man rose from a fire to one side of the landing, peered at us, and then turned and trotted away under the trees. Almost immediately people began to appear along the trail he’d taken.


As the canoe slid into the mucky bank, Pearl Hand and I stepped out, gesturing for Squirm to stay. We grabbed the gunwales, pulling the craft ashore as A’atehkoci hopped off the stern and pushed. I gestured for Squirm to get out, and he rose, trying to shake under his heavy pack.


Then I lent a hand as the other craft landed, all the while keeping an eye on the dogs as they started sniffing around, lifting legs on canoes, and so forth. Meanwhile, from long habit, I withdrew my trader’s staff from my alligator-hide quiver. This is a carved pole, bent over at the top and festooned with white heron feathers. It serves as the badge of a trader and helps to keep the dogs in line.


“Where are we?” Blood Thorn asked as he and the rest pulled flutes from their possessions. A’atehkoci might have said they didn’t need them, but why tempt fate? I was pleased to see the Timucua take seriously my suggestion that they be perfect guests.


“Our new capital,” A’atehkoci remarked without humor. Then he and his warriors bent to retrieve the packs. The approaching people called greetings; they gave my Timucua reserved glances and barely a smile. A’atehkoci gave crisp orders, and posthaste the packs were borne away.


I called the dogs to me and, with the Orphans following, set off in A’atehkoci’s tracks. Numerous Apalachee paralleled our route; excitement filled their eyes as they spoke among themselves in low voices. The lilting sound of flute music rose as the Timucua followed.


“Have the Kristianos even tried to find this place?” Pearl Hand asked from behind.


A’atehkoci said, “Despite the high mikko’s escape and our knowledge of de Soto’s treachery, the Adelantado continues to send out requests for a meeting with our mikkos, priests, and clan leaders.”
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